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“Happy the man who meditates on wisdom and reasons intelligently, who reflects in his heart on her ways and ponders her secrets. He pursues her like a hunter and lies in wait on her paths. He peers through her windows and listens at her doors. He camps near her house and fastens his tent-peg to her walls; he pitches his tent near her and so finds an excellent resting-place; he places his children under her protection and lodges under her boughs; by her he is sheltered from the heat and he dwells in the shade of her glory” (Sir 14:20-27).​[1]​ This beautiful quote from the Wisdom Literature of the Old Testament refers to one of the central themes of Fides et Ratio: this encyclical concentrates on “the theme of truth itself and on its foundation in relation to faith.”​[2]​ In order to develop this theme, Fides et Ratio spends a lot of attention to the issue of wisdom in its relation to God’s revelation and to human knowledge. One could define wisdom as a kind of knowledge that orientates man in his existential choices in a truthful way. A wise person is not necessarily someone with excellent academic qualifications, but someone whose existential choices are true and truthful and who advises other people in these choices as well. This means that the truth of faith is not a kind of objective, scientific truth as e.g. the law of gravitation in physics, but is closely related to the question of the meaning of life. So, the Holy Father wants “to offer some reflections on the path which leads to true wisdom, so that those who love truth may take the sure path leading to it and so find rest from their labors and joy for their spirit.”​[3]​
	The leading question of my intervention is the significance of Fides et Ratio for the intellectual discussion on issues, related to the question of the meaning of life in contemporary, Western society. Christian faith claims to be a path which leads to true wisdom, as becomes apparent in the words of the Lord: “I am the way and the truth and the life.”​[4]​ How can Christian faith in general and this Encyclical in particular contribute to contemporary man’s searching for the meaning of life. As we all know from experience, nobody wants to waste his life by living in a world of mere appearances and illusions, especially if his basic life-orientations are at stake. In order to give a true meaning to our lives, we listen to wise people, who know the true destination of life, and act on the basis of this faith, we are interested in religious traditions that offer examples of true wisdom etc. But at the same time, contemporary, postmodern society hampers us in finding a true answer to these vital questions, since it simultaneously objectifies and subjectifies wisdom. According to the Canadian philosopher Charles Taylor this twofold process of objectification and subjectification is characteristic of the malaise of modernity. In my intervention, I will first give a philosophical analysis of this malaise and its consequences for Christian faith as a form of wisdom. In the light of the Encyclical, I will interpret this process as a consequence of the dramatic separation of faith and reason, and as the loss of the tradition of wisdom, which plays such an important role in Christian faith. Secondly, I will analyze the significance of Fides et Ratio, and especially its stress on the unity of faith and reason in order to reestablish the value of wisdom in contemporary society.


The consequences of the separation of faith and reason for wisdom

One of the consequences of the typically modern process of the separation of faith and reason is the objectification of truth. This separation made that at first philosophy, and later on positive sciences got the monopoly of truth. This meant at the same time a substantial narrowing down of the concept of truth: all that falls outside the paradigm of objective, scientific truth, cannot lay any claim to truth. For all traditions of wisdom, both religious and non-religious, this implies that they are reduced to a private, subjective rule of life, the truth of which does not reach beyond the members of a particular community or tradition. An excellent historical example of this separation between reason and faith and its consequences for traditional wisdom is Descartes’ philosophy. In his view, only philosophy, being synonymous with science, can lay a claim to truth. Religion and traditional morality cannot appeal to truth, but only deal with practical issues concerning the good life in a provisional way.​[5]​ Eventually, they will be replaced by science, which will produce definitive wisdom, because it is entirely founded on objective mathematical principles.​[6]​ As was only to be expected, Descartes never succeeded in realizing his project of a definitive morality, but it nevertheless set modernity’s ambition to establish a purely scientific philosophy of life, being able to give an objective, scientific answer to all existential problems of mankind. The clearest contemporary example of this project is scientism, the faith in science as the only means to solve the problems of mankind. From the perspective of scientism, objective science can and should replace all kinds of traditional wisdom, including religion. In this respect, one can think of all kinds of social engineering, trying to construct modern society in a rationalistic way, or of  the authority that life sciences claim to decide about questions of life and death. All these examples show the rise of an objectivistic kind of reasoning, the complacency of a kind of knowing that proclaims itself as the highest form of wisdom, which characterizes the modern hubris of reason,. Among many other contemporary philosophers, Habermas and Taylor have criticized this project as the colonization of the world in which we are living by the systems of instrumental rationality. It is the first aspect of the malaise of modernity.
	The second aspect of the malaise of modernity is in fact the counterpart of the objectification of wisdom, viz. its subjectification in postmodern society. This subjectivation is founded on the conviction that every one of us owns an original way of being human, every person has his or her own measure. Consequently, everybody has to discover for him- or herself what it means to be a person. This cannot be discovered by consulting already existing traditions, but can only be determined and expressed by the individual person in an absolutely original way. Charles Taylor calls this ideal of individual and original self-expression ‘expressivity’. Being faithful to myself thus means being faithful to my own originality, which I alone can discover and express. If I am not faithful in this way to myself, I miss my purpose in life, I miss what it means for me to be human. The ideal of authenticity thus attributes an essential moral importance to a kind of intimate contact with oneself, with one’s inner nature.​[7]​ Consequently, wisdom is reduced to a purely private, contingent set of rules of life or customs, the truth of which does not reach beyond those who actually already obey these rules. This is the impasse of subjectivism. Nowadays, the ideal of the expressivist, individualist ‘self’ takes the form of the ideology of self-fulfilment. Its central values are self-realisation, self-determination, the discovery of one’s own inner richness etc. As these words indicate, these values exclusively emphasise the isolated, individual ‘self’. Consequently, the language of morals and politics, which is based on these values, sinks to a rather pale, subjectivist discourse on someone’s strictly personal or private values. All values that cannot be reduced to one’s own ‘self’, are shrugged off as illusory. Similarly, traditions of wisdom, stressing the importance of values that transcend the contingent self have become obsolete. But a consequent subjectivism leads to emptiness; in a world where subjective self-fulfilment is the only thing that counts, any fulfilment loses its importance. Thus modern men and women are confronted time and again with the necessity to choose between various different lifestyles. But at the same time they realise that every choice is arbitrary, because they have set their varying moods, subjective preferences and unconscious needs as the only standard for their choice. They suffer from what M. Kundera called ‘the unbearable lightness of being’. 


The significance of Fides et Ratio for the contemporary intellectual debate

On the basis of this analysis the question arises as to how the Encyclical can help contemporary society to overcome its malaise. My thesis is that the Encyclical’s critique of the modern separation between faith and reason contributes to renew the idea of wisdom as offering a truthful orientation to man in his existential choices. This renewed idea of wisdom, in its turn, can be helpful in producing a more positive image of faith by stressing its vital importance for contemporary society. In the second chapter of Fides et Ratio the Holy Father examines the Christian view on wisdom. God offers His wisdom to mankind as a gift, it deserves to be meditated and asks to be accepted as a sign of God’s love. “This revealed truth is set within our history as an anticipation of that ultimate and definitive vision of God which is reserved for those who believe in him and seek him with a sincere heart.”​[8]​ Secondly, Christian wisdom is a unity of faith and reason, as a quotation from the book of Proverbs shows: “In his heart a man plans his course, but the Lord determines his steps.”​[9]​ With his reason, man tries to discover true wisdom, but the latter remains a mystery for him; however, thanks to his faith he awaits its revelation by God. On the basis of these two aspects of wisdom the Holy Father criticizes both the modern complacency of reason and its practical consequence, scientism, and contemporary subjectivism, leading to nihilism. According to the Holy Father, “this nihilism has been justified in a sense by the terrible experience of evil which has marked our age. Such a dramatic experience has ensured the collapse of rationalist optimism, which viewed history as the triumphant progress of reason, the source of all happiness and freedom; and now, at the end of this century, one of our greatest threats is the temptation to despair.”​[10]​ But due to its devastating criticism nihilism does not offer an adequate answer to the quest for the meaning of life of contemporary humans.
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